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Conner: The Nine Old Wooden Forts of St. Augustine

THE NINE OLD WOODEN FORTS
OF ST. AUGUSTINE
Florida is the fortunate possessor of one of this
country’s most interesting monuments of the past the impressive Spanish fort at St. Augustine. The
sketch of its history which the docile traveller hears,
as he and other amiable sightseers follow the guide
like lambs, seems for the most part colorless, sensational and incomplete.
It is not my intention to point out even a small
portion of what might be told concerning the fort at
St. Augustine, yet Florida owes it to that magnificent
structure - and to herself - to mention at least all the
different buildings called through the ages the fort
of St. Augustine, and to give the correct date at which
the imposing pile of coquina we now know as the fort
was really begun.
The founder of St. Augustine, the builder of its
first fort, was Pedro Menendez de Aviles, perhaps
Menendez, after his night
Florida’s greatest man. 1
encounter with Jean Ribaut’s fleet at the mouth of
the River of May (the St. Johns), and his chase of
the French ships up and down the coast, made a settlement on September 6, 7, and 8, 1565, at a place,
which he named- St. Augustine because it was on St.
Augustine’s Day, August 28, that he had first sighted
Florida off Cape Canaveral. 2
Mendoza, the self-complacent chaplain of Menendez, tells us in his amusing Memoria that he (Mendoza) landed on September 7, being with the first party
1
Born in Aviles, Spain, February 15, 1519. Died at Santander,
September 17, 1574.
2
See Pedro Menendez de Aviles, the Meras Memorial, translated and edited by Jeannette Thurber Connor. No. 3, Florida State Historical Society, 1923. p. 80.
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of Spaniards, most of whom had come on shore September 6. They were very well received by the Timucua cacique Seloy, who gave them his large communal
building for their use and allowed two captains of
Menendez, Andres Lopez Patino and Juan de San
Vicente, to dig a ditch around it, “with a strong
breastwork of earth and fagots,” writes Mendoza,
“which are the means of defence there are in this
country . . . The diligence of those two good captains was so great that with the finger nails of their
soldiers, having no other tools, they constructed a
fortress to defend themselves, so that when the General landed he marvelled at what they had done.“ 3
The site of that first fort is lost to modern days.
Certain deductions can, however, be made. It was not
at the entrance of the harbor, it could not be seen
from the sea, and it was on Anastasia Island. Velasco, the King’s cartographer, writes of St. Augustine : “It was first founded at the end of an island
half a league wide and five leagues long.” 4
Mendoza continues graphically with a word picture of the landing of Pedro Menendez himself:
“On Saturday, the eighth of the said month, the
day of the Nativity of Our Lady of September, the
Senor General disembarked with many flags flying,
to the sound of many trumpets and other instruments
of war and many salutes of artillery ; and, as I had
been on shore since the day before, I took a cross and
went to receive him, singing the psalm Te Deum Laudamus. And the General marched straight to the
cross, followed by all who came with him, and there
3
Mendoza Grajales, Francisco de. Memoria. Archivo
General de Indias, 1-l-l/19. - Ruidiaz y Caravia, Eugenio. La

Florida, su Conquista y Colonizacion por Pedro Menendez de
Avile’s, tomo II, p. 451. (From my new and literal transla-

tion)4.

Velasco, Juan Lopez de. Geografia y Descripcion Universal de las Indias, 1571-1574, Madrid, 1894. p. 160.
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they knelt on the ground and kissed the cross ; and a
large number of Indians watched all these ceremonies, as they do all that they see done. That
same day, the General my lord took possession of this
land in the name of his Majesty, and all the captains
took the oath of allegiance to him as General and
Adelantado of all this country.” 5
The Spaniards’ first hasty attempt at fortifying
themselves was short-lived. By the following year,
their Timucua neighbors had become hostile and Indian fire arrows 6 destroyed the fort. This was the
news that greeted Menendez when he returned from
one of his frequent absences. He held a council with
his camp master and captains and it was decided to
erect another fort, but this time at the very entrance
of the bar, where they thought they would be safer
from the Indians. Meras tells us that the colonists labored with a will. They were divided into four squads
and the work into four parts. They threw the dice to
see what portion of it fell to each squad. About one
hundred and seventy men worked hard and in ten days
the new fort was in a state of defence with the artillery in position. 7
In the beginning of July, 1566, after Menendez received succor from Spain through the arrival of
Sancho de Arciniega and his fleet, another change was
made. “The Adelantado went, with all the captains
. . . and with the advice and concurrence of them
all . . . to mark out the site, place and space where
they were to fortify themselves, which was in the
same spot that the Adelantado had fortified ; but because the sea was eating away the fort, they retired
5
6

Mendoza, Memoria.
For an illustration of this mode of warfare, see Le
Moyne’s picture, No. XXXI in Brevis Narratio, Part II of T.
de Bry’
s America. Francoforti ad Maenum, 1591.
7
Connor, Pedro Menendez de Aviles. F. S. H. Soc., No. 3,
p. 185.
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farther inland, taking a caballero from the fort that
had been made, for the one that was begun.” 8
The Indians and the ocean, however. were not the
Only foes to be feared by the Spanish pioneers. Hardships led to dissatisfaction and unrest among them,
and their fort, which was a rough affair of wood, earth
and sand, was burned by some rebellious soldiers.
Soon afterward, in 1571, Don Diego Maldonado, in
command of the fort for eight, months, was rebuilding it. 9 Thus, during the lifetime of Menendez, the
settlers erected four different forts at St. Augustine.
The forts of St. Augustine and Santa Elena (on
Parris Island, South Carolina) were the Spaniards’ two
principal bases of operations for defending the coast
against “the French Lutherans”, as they called the
Huguenots; for aiding and protecting the fleets and
for holding the hostile Indians in check and Christianizing the friendly ones.
The death of the Adelantado, Pedro Menendez de
Aviles, in 1574, was a great shock to the small, struggling colony. In November and December, 1576, the
King sent a Visitador, Baltasar del Castillo y Ahedo,
to inspect it. Gutierre de Miranda was lieutenantgovernor at the time, having been put in charge of
the fort of St. Augustine a few months before by Governor Hernando de Miranda, who had deserted the
fort of Santa Elena and left Florida. Castillo sent to
Philip II a plan of the flimsy structure, l0 and reported
how efficiently Gutierre de Miranda was working to

1

8
Ibidem, p. 200 A caballero--cavalier in English-was a
raised fortification inside a fort, on which guns were placed
for attack
or defence.
9
Informacion dada por el Adelantado, Madrid, 1573-1574.
A. G. de I., 2-5-4/12, 3-20, l.-Connor, Colonial Records of
Spanish
Florida. F. S. H. Soc., No. 5, Doc. VIII.
10
Baltasar de1 Castillo y Ahedo to Philip II, Havana.
February 12, 1577. A. G. de I., 54-2-3.-Connor, Colonial Records F. S. H. Soc., No. 5, Doc. XX. This plan has disap-

peared.
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put it in a satisfactory condition. When he took the
fort in hand, it was in such a state that if he had
not set about repairing it at once, it would have
fallen. There were but two cannon that could be
fired, so the Lieutenant-Governor and his soldiers
went across the river “to dig up all the artillery
which had been buried at the old fort,“ 11 - presumably in 1570, at the time it was burned in the mutiny.
The expression “across the river”, used by Gutierre
de Miranda, may mean that the fourth fort, begun by
Maldonado and strengthened by Miranda, was situated
on North Beach, the peninsula opposite Anastasia Island, 12 It was certainly not on the mainland, but very
near the sea, as one gathers from the Report of Florez,
the King’s Inspector.
The following year, 1577, when Governor Pedro
Menendez Marques stopped at St. Augustine on his
way to Santa Elena, he found that Gutierre de Miranda had but one month’s stock of flour, the coast
natives were up in arms, allied with those of
Guale (the ancient tribe which preceded the Yamasee
in eastern Georgia) and Santa Elena (the Edisto of
South Carolina), and the men, women and children
were gathered in the fort. 13 Menendez Marques was
a man of resourcefulness and he and Gutierre de Miranda were able to cope with the situation.
11
Gutierre de Miranda, “Informacion.” Santa Elena, February12 9, 1583. A. G. de I., 54-5-16, 35.
The “Discurso sobre la poblacion de la costa de la Florida e inconvinientes que se ofrecieron para su fortificacion y
defensa” (Ms. Direc. de Hidrog., Madrid, Col. Navarrete, tomo
XIV., Doc. No. 47, fol. 4, 1577-1580) says: “St. Augustine,
where were the first fort and the people, is a small island,
and St. Augustine, where now are the fort and the people, is another near the first where the fort used to be; and the one
where it now is, is almost an island.” It should be remembered
that in Spanish the word “isla” is an elastic term. It signifies not
only an island, but also coast, promontory, etc.
13
Pedro Menendez Marques to Philip II, Santa Elena,
October 21, 1577. A. G. de I,, 54-5-16, 17.-Connor, Colonial
Records. F. S. H. Soc., No. 5, Doc. XXVI.
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I

The next Visitador sent to Florida by Philip II
was Alvaro Florez, who wrote, in the autumn of 1578,
the longest and most complete description in existence of the forts of St. Augustine and Santa Elena at
that early date. Indeed it is doubtful whether any
states besides the present Florida and South Carolina can boast of a more curious document than this
report of Florez. 14 It contains also a full list of the
officers, soldiers, officials and inhabitants of St. Augustine and Santa Elena in 1578. Florez tells us that
the platform of the fort at St. Augustine is all made
of juniper-wood, and the guns are set up on it; the
dimensions are fifty-two feet wide by sixty-five long,
and the wall round about is of heavy pine logs. The
length of the platform extends along the shore, north
and south, and the width toward the woods, east and
west. North and south it is over a fathom high on
the inside, and two fathoms outside ; east and west
it is over a fathom and a half high, inside and out,
“with its loopholes all around for the musketry and
arquebuses, and its portholes for the artillery.” We
are given the number, weight, position, characteristics
and ornaments of the guns on the platform and on
the two caballeros.
One cannon had as a distinctive mark a savage
with a club in his hand ; a demi-culverin had a mermaid with a tortoise. The three cannon and one of
the demi-culverins were so aimed as to protect the
river bank and paths in the woods from which Indian
attacks might be expected. One saker was aimed toward a street of the little town and the river bank on
the south side. The caballeros, guardroom, stocks
and fetters, bells used for guard mounting, sentry14
Alvaro Florez, Visitation of the Forts of Florida, September-November, 1578. A. G. de I., 2-5-2/10.-Both the original and the translation of this paper will be issued in their
entirety in the second volume of Colonial Records, Connor, F.
S. H. Soc., which is shortly going to Press.
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boxes, soldiers’ quarters, arquebuses, muskets, pikes
and half-pikes, concealed postern, munition magazines, supplies and weights and measures are all minutely described. One can reconstruct in imagination
- but following accurate lines, which is the only way
imagination should work with history - the daily life
in the fort of St. Augustine in 1578.
Alvaro Florez, “the Illustrious Senor Captain and
Visitador,” consulted with Pedro Menendez Marques,
“the Senor General and Governor,” and they were of
the opinion that, “inasmuch as this fort of St. Augustine is very old, and the sea eats into it and does it
much damage, because the fort is so near to it, a new
fort should be built . . . providing that it be
placed one hundred feet farther back, away from the
water” . . .
The most unconquerable enemy of the colonists
was the ocean. A long while afterward, January 12,
1600, Alonso de las Alas, one of the royal officials of
Florida, wrote to the King: “When this country was
settled by the Adelantado, Pedro Menendez de Aviles,
this presidio was for many years on the island opposite, at the entrance of the harbor. and was called
Sant Agustin el Viejo. And because the sea ate away
a large part of the island where the town and fort
were situated it became necessary to remove it to the
other side” (the mainland) . 15
As a result of that conversation of Florez and Menendez Marques, Governor Marques constructed another fort the following year, 1579. “It is a good
piece,” he wrote to the king, “although it has been
built with much difficulty.” . It could not have been
very substantial, because, in the summer of 1585, a
year before a thunderbolt was to burst over St. Augustine - the advent of Sir Francis Drake and his fleet15
Alonso de las Alas to Philip III, St. Augustine, January
12, 1600. A. G. de I.. 54-5-14.

Published by STARS, 1925

7

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 4 [1925], No. 3, Art. 4

110
Gutierre de Miranda wrote to Philip II: “Your Majesty may believe me [when I say] that it hurts my soul
to see such neglect . . . for if any enemy should
come here he will destroy the fort without fail . . .
as it is nothing more than a decaying wooden building, apt to crumble any moment - a storehouse for
mice.” 16 Gutierre de Miranda knew more about the
science of fortification than his contemporaries in
Florida.
The sixth fort of St. Augustine was begun early in
1586. It was the first to be built on the mainland
and was called San Juan de Pinos - St. John of the
Pines. It was close to the site of the present fort,
almost opposite St. Augustine Inlet. The new little
town grew up some distance south of it. Sir Francis
Drake burned both in June, 1586, when he captured
St. Augustine.
Walter Bigges, a follower of Drake, thus portrays
the fort: “We found it built all of timber, the walles
being none other but whole mastes or bodies of trees
set vppe right and close together in manner of a pale,
without any ditch as yet made, but wholy intended
with some more time, for they had not as yet finished
all their worke, hauing begun the same some three or
foure monethes before: so as to say the trueth they
had no reason to keepe it, being subiect both to fire
and easie assault.”
“The platforme whereon the ordinance lay was
whole bodies of long Pine trees, whereof there is
great plentie, layed a crosse one on another, and some
little earth amongst. There was in it thirteene or
fourteene greate peeces of brasse ordinance, and a
chest vnbroken vp, hauing in it the value of some two
thousande poundes sterling by estimation of the
16
Gutierre de Miranda to Philip II, St. Augustine, August 8, 1585. A. G. de I., 54-5-16.
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Kinges treasure, to pay the souldiers of that place who
were a hundred and fiftie men.” 17
There is fortunately in existence Boazio’s remarkable map showing Drake’s attack on St. Augustine.
This is perhaps the earliest picture of the town and
fort, and for originality and wealth of detail cannot
be surpassed. 18
JEANNETTE

THURBER CONNOR.

(This subject will be concluded in the next issue of

the QUARTERLY.)
17

Bigges, Walter. A Summarie and True Discourse of Sir
Francis Drake’s West Indian Voyage. London, 1589. The

“brasse ordinance” was probably bronze. Brass is chiefly an
alloy of copper and zinc. “In its older use the term was applied rather to alloys of copper and tin, now known as bronze.”
-The18Encyclopaedia Britannica, vol. IV, p. 433.
See frontispiece. It appears in Expeditio Francisco
Draki, Leyden, 1588, and in two of the three English editions
of Bigges’A Summarie and True Discourse, etc., London, 1589.
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